
Through the Goldwater-Nichols Act, Congress redistributed au-
thority within the Pentagon to meet the challenges of joint
warfare, which demand a greater integration of service capa-
bilities. The accumulation of power by joint organizations over
the past ten years may have led the services to feel that their
influence is in free fall without any stopping point in sight.
With attention heavily focused on jointness today, the role of
the services is too often regarded as a secondary issue.

Organizational Trends
Two significant trends in defense

organization have emerged since 1947:
the centralization of authority within
OSD and the strengthening of struc-
tures responsible for joint advice, plan-
ning, and operations. Successive
amendments to the National Security

Act that increased the authority of the
Secretary of Defense, Chairman, and
combatant commanders reflect these
trends. In general, these changes have
had a common goal of improving the
unity of effort within DOD and reduc-
ing the relative independence which
the military departments had enjoyed
for 170 years.
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PROSPECTS
for the Military Departments
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These trends have produced three
major centers of power which account
for nearly all DOD components: unified
authority, direction, and control from
the Secretary and his staff (OSD); joint
military advice, planning, and inte-
grated employment from the Chairman
and joint structures; and organizing,
training, and equipping administered by
three military departments clustered
generally around land, sea, and aero-
space forces. Within this triangle, the in-

fluence of OSD and the joint structures
clearly has been ascendant while that of
the departments has been declining.

Between 1947 and 1958, several
fundamental changes in defense orga-
nization affected the military depart-
ments. These included creating a
higher level National Military Estab-
lishment and Secretary over the ser-
vices (1947); forming a stronger DOD,
downgrading the status of services
from executive (that is, Cabinet level)
to military departments, and removing
the service secretaries from the Na-
tional Security Council (1949); and re-
moving service secretaries and chiefs
from operational chains of command
(1958). As one scholar noted in the
early 1960s: “. . . the services are being
dismembered and disemboweled, their
utility is decided continually in decre-
ments . . . the only relevant question
being whether the process is too fast or
too slow.”1

In general, these changes reduced
the role of the service secretaries as in-
dependent civilian policymakers and
created patterns of interaction whereby
service staffs sometimes worked di-
rectly with OSD, thus bypassing service
secretariats. At the same time, changes
in the chain of command and the as-
signment of forces to combatant com-
mands also reduced the authority of
service chiefs, though their influence in
joint matters remained strong. These
losses of authority changed working re-
lationships within DOD in many ways,
sometimes causing friction between

civilian and military leaders in the ser-
vices, yet also bringing them closer to-
gether to protect the remnants of ser-
vice autonomy.2

Outside commissions and reports
provided conflicting opinions on the
military departments. The Symington
Committee (1960) recommended the
strong centralization of management
under OSD and the elimination of ser-
vice secretaries and their staffs. The
Blue Ribbon Defense Panel (1970) ad-

vised decentralization and
a reduction in the dupli-
cation of effort among
OSD, service secretariat,
and service staffs. The Ig-
natius Report (1978)
sought a stronger role for

service secretaries, recommending
their greater use in defense-wide tasks.
It also promoted further reduction of
the duplication in service headquarters
and “common access” by the service
secretaries and chiefs to analytical and
oversight functions.

Though such recommendations
produced some minor adjustments in re-
sponsibilities within the military depart-
ments after 1958, the next major cross-
roads for statutory change came with
the Goldwater-Nichols Act of 1986.

Impact of Goldwater-Nichols
The DOD reorganization of 1986

had direct and indirect effects on the
military departments. The latter in-
cluded changes which did not directly
affect the services but increased the au-
thority and responsibilities of organi-
zations above them. They reinforced
broad trends, such as strengthening
the roles of the Secretary, Chairman,
and CINCs.

The provisions which fortified
these key players indirectly reduced the
influence of service secretaries and
chiefs. With the Chairman clearly iden-
tified as the principal military adviser
and in control of the Joint Staff, indi-
vidual chiefs would be less capable of
wielding an informal service veto over
collective JCS positions. CINCs were
given more peacetime authority over
component commands. A new unified
command, U.S. Special Operations
Command (SOCOM), was given “head

of agency” authorities, including bud-
geting and procurement responsibili-
ties, which made it unique among
combatant commands and akin to a
military department. Strengthening the
authority of the Secretary over all DOD
activities further emphasized that ser-
vice secretaries function under his au-
thority, direction, and control.

In its direct effects, Goldwater-
Nichols made several changes to mili-
tary departments that had mixed re-
sults. One of the more important was to
provide uniformity in the statute, pre-
scribing the responsibilities of service
secretaries to the Secretary of Defense
and ensuring that secretaries and chiefs
have the same basic responsibilities and
reporting relationships within each ser-
vice. The act also attempted to reduce
duplication between service secretariats
and service staffs by separating civilian
and military functions and by assigning
certain “sole responsibilities” to the Sec-
retary. In this regard Goldwater-Nichols
has only partially succeeded. The poten-
tial integration of service secretariats
and staffs was the underlying issue and
a major sticking point. The House bill
favored integration while the Senate
was opposed to it. Finally, the conferees
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determined that service secretariats and
staffs should be separately organized
but expressed continuing concern over
this duplication which survived in the
compromise language.3

Structural tensions in military de-
partment headquarters remain and are
subject to even more scrutiny today
with pressure to downsize staffs and re-
duce duplication. The Commission on
Roles and Missions of the Armed Forces
(CORM) found that having two staffs
in the same headquarters (three in the
case of the Department of the Navy)
impedes integration of effort and
causes friction in the headquarters as
well as at higher and lower echelons.
The commission concluded: “Military
department secretaries and chiefs
would be better served by a single staff
of experienced civilians and uniformed
officers” (with some accommodation to
the Navy’s special circumstances). No
significant progress has been made on
this highly contentious proposal. This
issue is further burdened by the need
for statutory relief in certain areas be-
fore closer integration and consolida-
tion can be attained. 

In sum, Goldwater-Nichols was
less concerned with reforming military
departments than strengthening joint
components. Further reforms envi-
sioned in the original House bill and

Senate staff report were lost in the
compromise. In attempting to rational-
ize civilian and military functions in
service headquarters, Goldwater-
Nichols probably raised as many ques-
tions as it answered.

Future Possibilities
Goldwater-Nichols clearly left un-

finished business in its treatment of
military departments, and the points
outlined above are good candidates for
review. The basic role of service secre-

taries is also a perennial issue, and mis-
sions and functions across the military
departments certainly need to be ad-
dressed. Here, the higher level issue of
the role of military departments within
the defense establishment is the focus.

Among the corners of the organi-
zational triangle described earlier,
changes since Goldwater-Nichols have
continued the erosion of service influ-
ence. The equipping function, of
course, has evolved in ways that leave
military departments largely as initia-
tors, managers, and administrators of
procurement programs whose con-
tent—increasingly seen from a joint
perspective—is decided in greater de-
gree and detail by OSD (namely, by the

Under Secretary of Defense for Acquisi-
tion and Technology), with the advice
of joint structures. Implementation of
the Defense Management Review of
1989, creation of new defense agencies
or expansion of existing ones, and in-
troduction of new accounting prac-
tices—associated with the Defense
Business Operations Fund—also pulled
responsibilities for administration, sup-
port, and infrastructure away from the
military departments and toward OSD.

Some functions migrating from the
services have also moved toward joint
structures. Examples include establish-
ing SOCOM and assigning the mission
of joint force integration to U.S. At-
lantic Command. Other changes, such
as assignment of peacetime resource
management responsibilities to U.S.
Transportation Command, are less visi-
ble but no less important.

If this trend continues, it is possi-
ble to envision parts of even more sup-
port responsibilities (such as medical,
maintenance, and logistics) shifting to-
ward OSD and defense agencies, and
some related to force development
(such as certain types of planning, pro-
gramming, and training) moving to
joint structures. Such changes would
impact on both major command activi-
ties and the Washington headquarters
of the military departments. If realized,

they would further diminish
the control of service head-
quarters over policies, person-
nel, installations, and resource
allocation, thus ultimately
raising a fundamental ques-

tion about the need for military depart-
ments.

Limiting Erosion 
How far might service responsibil-

ities erode? Is it possible to describe
clear organizational dividing lines?
Paradoxically, defining the future role
of OSD is key to answering these ques-
tions. The role of the military depart-
ments, especially their headquarters,
basically depends upon how the Secre-
tary of Defense perceives and exercises
civilian control, how and to what ex-
tent he delegates authority to lesser
OSD officials, and how far he goes in
creating defense-wide activities. The
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M–1 tank on trail in
Bosnia.

55
th

S
ig

na
l C

om
pa

ny
 /

 C
om

ba
t C

am
er

a 
(N

ic
ho

la
s 

J.
 B

la
ir)

Donley/Forum  12/10/96 9:18 AM  Page 60



question is not how narrow service re-
sponsibilities may become, but rather
how broad the role of the OSD staff
should be. And here there are probably
practical limits.

Unbounded growth in OSD could
eventually be recognized as detrimen-
tal for two reasons. First, the increasing
tendency to move from program over-
sight to hands-on resource manage-
ment highlights the limitations of
headquarters staffs as operating agents.
Responsibility for resource manage-
ment tends to turn advisers into advo-
cates. Second, the functional orienta-
tion and growth of the OSD staff,
reinforced by consolidation of defense
agencies, have the effect of stovepiping
or “balkanizing” management which
then makes it more difficult for the
Secretary to provide unified direction
to DOD. Eventually, the deeply en-
trenched structure of decentralized
technical services and bureaus which
plagued the War and Navy Depart-
ments prior to World War II could
reemerge, this time led by under and
assistant secretaries of defense.4

The CORM report and FY96 DOD
Authorization Act (section 901) high-
lighted the need to review the role of
the OSD staff. Beyond acting as the im-
mediate staff of the Secretary of De-
fense, its broader role is not addressed
adequately by statute or in DOD Direc-
tive 5100.1 which outlines major orga-
nizational functions. While retaining
the flexibility to organize and operate

DOD headquarters as the Secretary sees
fit, further definition is necessary to ar-
ticulate (among other things) responsi-
bilities of civilian and military staffs
supporting the Secretary and how du-
ties for the administration of DOD sup-
port and infrastructure activities should
be divided. Sorting out the future role
of OSD is therefore central to various
pending management issues and cru-
cial for the military departments.5

Absorbing major portions of mili-
tary departments into the joint system
also has drawbacks. Responsibilities of
the Chairman and joint components
focus on joint military advice, war-
fighting, and joint force development
and integration. Because these tasks
are complicated enough, adding the
duties of organizing, training, equip-
ping, maintaining, and supporting the
entire Armed Forces would overwhelm
the existing joint system and change
its nature. The span of control is ar-
guably too broad. In addition, service
training, education, infrastructure, and
support systems—although overlap-
ping and in need of better coordina-
tion in some areas—are sufficiently
large and dissimilar to justify separate
administration. So it is not obvious
that major efficiencies would result
from placing them under a single joint
management umbrella.

Military Departments as 
Integrators

Practical limits on the ability of
OSD and joint structures to absorb all
service functions may define an endur-
ing place for military departments by
default. Moreover, it is not clear that
better ways to organize, train, and
equip forces can be developed. Would
it be preferable to recruit and organize
forces around functional specialties or
agencies? Probably not. Around geo-
graphic or functional combatant com-
mands? Again, the answer is no.

But is there a more positive ratio-
nale with which to affirm the role of
military departments? The answer here
is yes. From a detached perspective,
the world of eleven assistant secretaries
supervising sixteen defense agencies
(plus field activities), and the Chair-
man’s oversight of nine combatant
commands, only accentuates the fact
that the military departments are
major integrating elements within the
DOD organizational structure. That is,
they internally balance and integrate
combat and support and operations
and investment perspectives. They
compose differences, make tradeoffs,
and execute decisions within a strong
administrative chain of command.
This argument, of course, potentially
leads to four separate service paths on
any given issue and does not eliminate
the need for defense-wide guidance
from OSD and the joint structures. It
nevertheless shows that military de-
partments, despite “narrow” service
perspectives, still have a broad view
when it comes to balancing effective-
ness and efficiency across a range of
defense activities.

It may be that particular functions
are accomplished better or more effi-
ciently if centralized in OSD or the
joint system. Certainly this has been a
leading rationale for the ongoing mi-
gration of support responsibilities away
from the services. But this criterion is
suboptimizing the overall structure of
DOD. Each time a decision is made to
consolidate three support activities, the
span of control for the Secretary or
Chairman increases (sixteen defense
agencies and nine combatant com-
mands and counting), the synergism
between combat and support activities
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is weakened, responsibilities are split,
and organizational roles and functions
are blurred. This undervalues the over-
all advantage to DOD of having three
military departments provide the ma-
jority of management and administra-
tion for defense resources.

To be clear, the issue is not the
“power and influence” of military de-
partments versus other DOD compo-
nents since all power resides with the
Secretary of Defense unless Congress
prescribes otherwise. And it is certainly
not an issue of “traditional title 10 re-
sponsibilities,” since most DOD compo-
nents have at least some of their respon-
sibilities outlined in that title. Given the

tension and ambiguities of title 10 and
latitude afforded the Secretary to man-
age DOD, the issue is arriving at a clear
understanding of the roles and func-
tions of all components in relation to
each other.

The expertise and core competen-
cies of military departments are in pro-
fessional knowledge of their respective
warfighting environments, integration
of combat and support activities, bal-
anced resource allocation that includes
near- and long-term perspectives, and
the day-to-day management and ad-
ministration of complex, large-scale

peacetime activities. DOD needs mili-
tary departments to fulfill basic mis-
sions. It needs the professional expertise
of individual services to provide build-
ing blocks for joint military capability;
and it needs balanced management per-
spectives (long and short-term, combat
and support, et al.) to assist the Secre-
tary in efficient administration.

Goldwater-Nichols was intended
to build up joint structures too long
dominated by service interests, but it
was not meant to eliminate the role of
the military departments. It may be
time for the pendulum to swing back
toward recognizing the importance of

the departments—not to
undo what has been ac-
complished or diminish
the ongoing commitment
to jointness, but rather to
ensure that jointness is

grounded on a firm foundation of ser-
vice force providers. This argues for
revalidating and reinforcing the role of
the military departments as primary
line managers of defense resources and
a preference for strong, effective service
secretaries and chiefs.

Even within current budgetary and
operational climates focused on greater
efficiency and jointness, it remains im-
portant that the Secretary limits the re-
sponsibilities assigned to OSD and the
joint structures, reaffirms the essential
role of the military departments, and
takes advantage of the fact that they are
likely to remain a large and enduring
feature of defense organization.

Civilian and military leaders
within each department must also do
their part to engage with OSD and joint
structures in ways perceived to be con-
structive and oriented toward solving
defense-wide problems. The line be-
tween acceptable and welcomed service
advocacy and the “turnoff” of service
parochialism can be fine. If the services
fail to distinguish between the two,
they may only encourage previous
trends and further devalue their future
role. However, with enlightened leader-
ship, and if the role of military depart-
ments is not over or undersold, then
the services may yet confirm their im-
portant role in a well balanced defense
organization whose constructive ten-
sions will yield joint operational effec-
tiveness and efficiency. JFQ
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